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I. Introduction: The Ayyubid Ascent 
 
The emergence of the Ayyubid dynasty in the latter half of the 12th century was not an 
isolated event but rather the culmination of profound political, religious, and military shifts 
that had been reshaping the Near East for decades. The regional landscape was a complex 
tapestry of declining empires, ascendant principalities, and the persistent presence of the 
Crusader states, creating both peril and opportunity. 
A. The Political Landscape of the 12th Century Near East: Fatimids, Zengids, and 
Crusaders 
The 12th-century Near East was characterized by a fragmented political order. The 
Cairo-based Shi'a Fatimid Caliphate, once a dominant force in the Islamic world, was in a state 
of advanced decline. Internal succession crises, economic difficulties, and a succession of 
weak caliphs, often mere puppets in the hands of powerful viziers, had critically undermined 
its authority and stability.1 This internal decay rendered Egypt, a strategically vital and 
economically rich region, vulnerable to external pressures and interventions.4 

Concurrently, the Seljuk Empire, which had previously established a vast Sunni dominion, had 
itself fragmented, giving rise to various successor states. Among the most significant of these 
were the Turkoman Zengids, who established a powerful Atabegate controlling key cities such 
as Mosul, Aleppo, and eventually Damascus.5 Under ambitious leaders like Imad al-Din Zengi 
and his even more influential son, Nur al-Din Mahmud, the Zengids emerged as a potent Sunni 
military power. Their political agenda was twofold: to unify Muslim territories in Syria and 
Upper Mesopotamia (the Jazira) and to mount a concerted effort against the Crusader 
states.3 The Crusader states themselves—the Kingdom of Jerusalem, the County of Tripoli, 
the Principality of Antioch, and (until its fall in 1144) the County of Edessa—had been 
established following the First Crusade at the end of the 11th century. They represented a 
formidable military and political presence in the Levant, often exploiting the disunity among 
Muslim principalities to maintain and expand their territories.7 

The weakening of the Fatimid Caliphate created a significant power vacuum in Egypt. This 
internal fragility, combined with the ongoing pressure from the Crusader states, directly 
invited intervention from ambitious neighbors. Nur al-Din, in particular, harbored ambitions of 



uniting Egypt with his Syrian domains to create a powerful, unified front against the 
Crusaders.3 The Zengid intervention, which ultimately brought Saladin to prominence, was 
thus a direct consequence of this Fatimid vulnerability. Furthermore, the Zengids were fervent 
champions of a Sunni Islamic revival.3 Saladin would later embrace and intensify this religious 
agenda.9 This commitment to Sunni orthodoxy served as a potent ideological instrument for 
mobilizing support and unifying disparate Muslim populations, first against the Shi'a Fatimids 
and subsequently against the Christian Crusaders. It provided a common religious and 
political cause that could transcend purely ethnic or regional loyalties, which was essential for 
the large-scale state-building enterprise that Saladin would undertake. 
B. The Kurdish Origins of the Ayyub Family: Najm al-Din Ayyub and Asad al-Din Shirkuh 
The Ayyubid dynasty derives its name from Najm al-Din Ayyub ibn Shadhi, the father of its 
celebrated founder, Saladin.9 The family was of Kurdish ethnicity, with origins traced to the 
town of Dvin in medieval Armenia.3 Najm al-Din Ayyub and his brother, Asad al-Din Shirkuh, 
were men of considerable military talent and experience. They initially served the Seljuk rulers 
before transitioning into the service of the rising Zengid dynasty, particularly under Nur al-Din 
Mahmud.9 Najm al-Din Ayyub held governorships, including Baalbek and later Damascus 
under Nur al-Din, while Shirkuh distinguished himself as one of Nur al-Din's foremost military 
commanders, notably leading the critical Zengid expeditions into Egypt.3 Their dedicated and 
competent service within the Zengid military and administrative structure provided the crucial 
foundation upon which Saladin would later build his own remarkable career and, eventually, 
his dynasty. 
The ascent of the Ayyub family was deeply embedded within the prevailing Turco-Kurdish 
military patronage systems of the era. Loyalty and demonstrated military prowess were 
pathways to advancement and the acquisition of power and influence. Ayyub and Shirkuh's 
careers exemplify this: their skills earned them significant positions under the Zengids.2 This 
relationship was initially one of clientage, with the Ayyub brothers serving a powerful patron. 
However, the positions and resources gained through this service, particularly Shirkuh's 
command in Egypt, were astutely leveraged by the next generation, led by Saladin, to pursue 
their own dynastic ambitions. The Ayyubids, once in power, would themselves replicate this 
system of familial power distribution, granting appanages to kinsmen.11 

C. Saladin's Early Life and Rise in Zengid Service 
Salah ad-Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub, known to posterity and in Western sources as Saladin, was born 
in Tikrit, in present-day Iraq, around the year 1137 or 1138 CE.7 His formative years were spent 
in Zengid-controlled cities such as Baalbek and Damascus, where his father held 
administrative posts.3 While immersed in a military environment from a young age, Saladin is 
also reported to have developed an early interest in religious studies, particularly Islamic 
jurisprudence and theology, and was known for his intelligence.17 His formal military career 
commenced under the command of his uncle, Asad al-Din Shirkuh, who was a key figure in 
Nur al-Din's military establishment.8 Saladin's early experiences were thus entirely within the 
Zengid military apparatus, an organization increasingly dedicated to consolidating Sunni 
Muslim power in Syria and mounting a concerted challenge to the Crusader presence in the 



Levant. 
This Zengid milieu profoundly shaped Saladin's worldview and future policies. The Zengid 
emphasis on Sunni orthodoxy, the vigorous pursuit of jihad (holy war) against the Crusader 
states, and a commitment to military professionalism were all defining characteristics of Nur 
al-Din's rule.5 Saladin absorbed these principles, which provided him with the ideological 
framework, the practical skills, and the crucial network of contacts that would prove 
indispensable for his later accomplishments. His subsequent focus on Sunni revival, his 
dedication to the 
jihad, and his military and administrative methods were direct continuations and expansions of 
the precedents set by his Zengid mentors. 
D. The Egyptian Expeditions and the End of the Fatimid Caliphate (1171) 
Between 1164 and 1169, Nur al-Din, keen to exploit the weakness of the Fatimid Caliphate and 
counter Crusader influence in Egypt, dispatched a series of military expeditions to the Nile 
Valley.3 These forces were commanded by Asad al-Din Shirkuh, and Saladin accompanied his 
uncle, playing an increasingly significant role in these campaigns. The initial pretext for Zengid 
intervention was often to support one Fatimid faction against another, such as restoring the 
vizier Shawar to power.3 These expeditions were complex affairs, frequently involving 
three-way conflicts between the Zengid forces, Crusader armies (who also saw Egypt as a 
strategic prize), and the various competing Fatimid viziers and court factions.3 

Following Shirkuh's sudden death in March 1169, shortly after he had successfully established 
himself as vizier in Cairo, Saladin, then aged about 31, was unexpectedly appointed as his 
successor by the Fatimid Caliph al-Adid.7 The reasons for al-Adid's choice of a Sunni Kurd 
from the Zengid camp are debated; some suggest the Caliph perceived Saladin as young and 
inexperienced, and thus potentially more malleable than other candidates.3 However, Saladin 
quickly proved to be a shrewd and determined political operator. As a Sunni vizier in a Shi'a 
caliphate, he embarked on a systematic consolidation of his own authority. He carefully 
undermined the Fatimid military and administrative establishment, suppressed internal revolts 
by Fatimid loyalists and palace guards 13, and strategically placed his own family members and 
trusted commanders in key positions of power.13 This period was marked by a calculated 
transition of power; Saladin was methodically building his own power base while nominally 
serving the Fatimid Caliph. 
The culmination of this process arrived in September 1171. Following the death of Caliph 
al-Adid, Saladin took the decisive step of formally abolishing the Fatimid Caliphate, which had 
ruled Egypt for over two centuries.9 He proclaimed Egypt's return to the spiritual sovereignty 
of the Sunni Abbasid Caliph in Baghdad.9 This momentous act marked the definitive end of 
Shi'a rule in Egypt and the establishment of Ayyubid authority, with Saladin as its effective 
founder. The control of Egypt, with its immense agricultural wealth, substantial population, 
and strategic geopolitical position, provided Saladin with an indispensable power base.8 From 
this secure foundation, he could project his influence, challenge his former Zengid masters 
after Nur al-Din's death, and pursue his grand ambition of uniting the Muslim Near East 
against the Crusaders. 
 



II. The Era of Saladin: Consolidation and Confrontation 
(1171-1193) 
 
With Egypt secured, Saladin embarked on a remarkable career of territorial expansion, military 
campaigns against the Crusaders, and the establishment of a new dynastic order. His reign 
was characterized by a drive to unify Muslim territories under his banner, a zealous promotion 
of Sunni Islam, and a series of iconic confrontations with the Crusader states. 
A. Unification of Muslim Territories: Egypt, Syria, and Beyond 
Although Saladin was initially a governor in Egypt nominally subordinate to Nur al-Din, he 
began to operate with increasing autonomy. The death of Nur al-Din in 1174 provided Saladin 
with the opportunity to assert his own claims to leadership in the Muslim world and to extend 
his authority over Zengid-held Syria.7 He crossed into Syria and, in a significant early success, 
peacefully entered Damascus in late 1174, reportedly at the invitation of its governor and 
populace who sought stability amidst the uncertainties following Nur al-Din's demise.3 
Subsequently, Saladin campaigned to bring other Syrian principalities under his control, 
conquering cities such as Hama and Homs.13 This expansion was not without opposition from 
other Zengid lords who viewed Saladin as an upstart. He decisively defeated their coalition at 
the Battle of the Horns of Hama in 1175.5 Recognizing his ascendant power, the Abbasid Caliph 
in Baghdad, al-Mustadi, formally proclaimed Saladin as 'Sultan of Egypt and Syria' in 1175, 
granting him crucial religious and political legitimacy.13 

Saladin's ambitions were not confined to Egypt and Syria. His campaigns extended into Upper 
Mesopotamia (the Jazira), and he commissioned the successful conquest of Yemen in 1174, 
which secured vital Red Sea trade routes and a southern flank.9 Ayyubid influence also 
stretched to the Hejaz (including the holy cities of Mecca and Medina), parts of Nubia, and 
territories along the North African coast.9 The overarching goal of these extensive military and 
diplomatic efforts was the unification of disparate Muslim territories into a cohesive bloc 
capable of presenting a formidable and united front against the Crusader states.7 This 
unification was achieved through a skillful combination of military force, strategic alliances 
(including his marriage to Nur al-Din's widow, Ismat ad-Din Khatun, which linked him to the 
previous ruling dynasty 7), and astute diplomacy.7 By 1186, Saladin had largely achieved his 
aim of uniting the Muslim lands from Egypt to Syria under his rule. 
Saladin's success in this unification project was underpinned by several factors. His active 
pursuit and prominent display of legitimization from the Abbasid Caliphate were of paramount 
importance.12 In a politically fragmented Islamic world, the Caliph, despite his limited temporal 
power, retained immense spiritual authority. By aligning himself with Baghdad and 
championing the cause of Sunni Islam and the 
jihad against the Crusaders, Saladin positioned himself not merely as a conqueror but as a 
legitimate defender and unifier of the faith.7 This made it considerably more difficult for rival 
Muslim rulers to openly oppose him and helped to rally broad support for his cause. Beyond 
these formal legitimations and military prowess, Saladin's carefully cultivated reputation for 



justice, generosity, and chivalrous conduct also played a role.7 While partly the result of his 
own character, this image was also actively promoted by biographers in his service, 
functioning as a form of "soft power".7 Such a reputation could ease the submission of cities, 
as seen with the peaceful entry into Damascus 13, and encourage loyalty among his diverse 
subjects. 
B. The Ayyubid State: Governance, Administration, and Military 
The Ayyubid state, with Saladin at its apex as Sultan, was not a centrally administered empire 
in the modern sense. Instead, it was structured more as a "family confederation" or a 
decentralized semi-feudal federation.11 Following a practice common among Turkic and other 
contemporary dynasties, Saladin assigned various territories—Egypt, and major cities and 
regions in Syria, the Jazira, and Yemen—as semi-autonomous hereditary principalities or 
fiefdoms to his sons, brothers, and other kinsmen, as well as to loyal military commanders.11 
This system, known as 
iqta', involved granting the revenues of a specific land area to an amir (commander or prince) 
in return for military service and local administration.12 While this method aimed to secure the 
loyalty of powerful individuals and ensure the defense of a sprawling, newly acquired empire, 
it also inherently contained the seeds of future fragmentation and internal conflict, as these 
regional rulers often sought greater autonomy.11 Within this confederation, Egypt consistently 
served as the largest, wealthiest, and most powerful principality, forming the core of Ayyubid 
strength.22 The main capital of the dynasty was Cairo.19 

In terms of administration, particularly in Egypt, the Ayyubids largely retained and utilized the 
sophisticated, predominantly civilian bureaucratic apparatus inherited from the Fatimids.16 
This bureaucracy, responsible for taxation, record-keeping, and other civil matters, was, 
however, generally supervised by military officials who held the ultimate authority. 
The military was the bedrock of Ayyubid power. The Ayyubid armies were diverse, composed 
initially of free Kurdish and Turkish cavalry, who formed the core of Saladin's forces. However, 
an increasingly significant component of the Ayyubid military was the Mamluks—slave 
soldiers, primarily of Kipchak Turkic and later Circassian origin.10 These Mamluks were 
purchased, trained, and manumitted to serve as elite warriors, personally loyal to their patron. 
The 
iqta' system was the primary mechanism for financing this military aristocracy, providing the 
amirs with the resources to maintain their troops and fulfill their obligations to the Sultan.12 

The "family confederation" model, while practical for managing a large and diverse realm 
during a period of expansion, proved to be a source of inherent instability. The delegation of 
significant regional power to family members, each with their own military forces and revenue 
streams, meant that the central authority of the Sultan was often contingent on his personal 
prestige and strength. Upon the death of a strong ruler like Saladin, these powerful regional 
princes frequently vied for supreme power, leading to debilitating internal conflicts.11 This 
pattern of fragmentation would plague the dynasty throughout its existence. 
Similarly, the growing reliance on Mamluk soldiers presented a dual-edged sword. Mamluks 
provided the Ayyubid sultans with a highly skilled, disciplined, and initially loyal military force, 



essential for campaigns against both Crusader and Muslim rivals.10 However, this policy also 
led to the concentration of immense military power within a distinct, cohesive, and self-aware 
socio-military group. Over time, the Mamluk corps developed its own corporate interests and 
the institutional capacity to intervene directly in politics, ultimately paving the way for their 
own seizure of power and the establishment of the Mamluk Sultanate.10 This was a recurring 
pattern in medieval Islamic history, where dynasties that relied heavily on slave armies often 
found themselves supplanted by those very forces. 
C. The Crusades and Ayyubid Dominance 
Saladin's unification of Muslim territories set the stage for a major confrontation with the 
Crusader states, which had long benefited from Muslim disunity. 
1. The Battle of Hattin (1187) and the Recapture of Jerusalem 
Having consolidated his power across Egypt, Syria, and parts of Mesopotamia, Saladin 
launched a major offensive against the Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem. The decisive 
encounter took place on July 4, 1187, at the Horns of Hattin, near Lake Tiberias.7 Saladin's 
forces inflicted a catastrophic defeat upon the combined Crusader army, which was 
exhausted by heat, thirst, and strategic errors.8 The victory at Hattin was a turning point. It 
shattered the military strength of the Kingdom of Jerusalem and enabled Saladin's forces to 
rapidly overrun most Crusader-held territories. Key cities and fortresses, including Acre, 
Tiberias, Caesarea, Jaffa, and Ascalon, fell in quick succession.3 
The crowning achievement of this campaign was the surrender of the city of Jerusalem to 
Saladin on October 2, 1187, after 88 years under Crusader control.9 This event sent 
shockwaves throughout both the Christian and Muslim worlds. While Saladin initially 
considered harsh retribution for the Crusader massacre of Muslims in 1099, he ultimately 
agreed to allow the Christian inhabitants of Jerusalem to ransom their freedom, a decision 
that contributed to his reputation for magnanimity.2 The Crusader defeat at Hattin was not 
solely a product of Ayyubid military might; it was significantly exacerbated by deep internal 
divisions and leadership crises within the Kingdom of Jerusalem.3 Saladin, by contrast, had 
managed to forge a relatively cohesive Muslim front, allowing him to exploit these Crusader 
vulnerabilities effectively.8 

2. The Third Crusade and the Truce with Richard I 
The fall of Jerusalem galvanized Western Europe and led to the launching of the Third 
Crusade (1189-1192).2 This formidable expedition was led by some of Europe's most powerful 
monarchs: Richard I "the Lionheart" of England, Philip II Augustus of France, and (initially) the 
Holy Roman Emperor Frederick I Barbarossa, who tragically drowned en route in Anatolia.3 
The Crusaders, after a long and arduous siege, succeeded in recapturing the strategic port 
city of Acre in 1191.2 This victory was marred by Richard's subsequent massacre of several 
thousand Muslim prisoners.25 
Despite Richard the Lionheart's renowned military skills and several battlefield successes, the 
Crusaders were ultimately unable to recapture Jerusalem. Saladin's forces, though often tired 
and composed of feudal levies with limited terms of service, managed to fight the Christian 
champions to a stalemate.8 The Third Crusade concluded with the Treaty of Ramla, negotiated 
in 1192 between Saladin and Richard I.2 This agreement stipulated that Jerusalem would 



remain under Muslim control, though Christian pilgrims were guaranteed safe access to the 
holy sites. The Crusaders retained control of a narrow coastal strip extending from Tyre to 
Jaffa.3 The outcome of the Third Crusade highlighted the limitations of both Crusader and 
Ayyubid power. The Crusaders, despite their formidable military capabilities, lacked the 
logistical capacity and sustained, unified commitment required to fully reverse Saladin's 
conquests in the interior. Conversely, Saladin, despite his earlier triumphs, found it 
exceedingly difficult to dislodge the reinforced and determined Crusader presence from their 
coastal strongholds. The Treaty of Ramla was thus a pragmatic acknowledgment by both 
sides of these military and political realities. 
D. Saladin's Legacy: Chivalry, Patronage, and Sunni Revival 
Saladin died in Damascus on March 4, 1193, not long after the conclusion of the Third 
Crusade.13 He left behind a powerful and multifaceted legacy. He is widely revered in Muslim 
history and culture as a unifier, a defender of the faith, and a just ruler.9 Even among his 
Crusader adversaries and in later European chronicles, he was often respected for his military 
prowess, generosity, and chivalrous conduct.7 It is important to note, however, that this image 
of Saladin was, to some extent, actively cultivated. He employed official biographers to record 
his deeds and promote a favorable perception of his rule, a sophisticated form of statecraft 
aimed at bolstering his legitimacy, unifying his diverse subjects, and even influencing the 
perceptions of his enemies.7 

A cornerstone of Saladin's policy was the zealous promotion of Sunni Islam. He systematically 
worked to reverse the influence of the Shi'a Fatimids and to entrench Sunni orthodoxy 
throughout his domains. This was achieved through the establishment of numerous madrasas 
(Islamic colleges of law and theology) and other religious institutions, such as mosques and 
khanqahs (Sufi lodges), in major cities like Cairo, Damascus, and Aleppo.10 He also founded 
hospitals ( 
bimaristans), which often served as centers for medical education and care.9 These 
institutions not only served religious and social purposes but also helped to train a cadre of 
Sunni scholars, judges, and administrators loyal to the Ayyubid state. His extensive building 
program also included significant military fortifications, most notably the imposing Citadel of 
Cairo, which he initiated to defend the city.9 

Saladin's reign is remembered for unifying Egypt and Syria, successfully confronting and 
rolling back the Crusader presence, and fostering an environment conducive to cultural and 
intellectual activity.9 Under Ayyubid patronage, Egypt, particularly Cairo, began to flourish as a 
major center of Islamic learning, culture, and commerce, a status it would maintain for 
centuries.9 The systematic promotion of Sunni Islam under Saladin had a profound and lasting 
impact on the religious demography and cultural landscape of Egypt and Syria, solidifying a 
Sunni dominance that persists to this day.16 

 

III. The Ayyubid Sultanate After Saladin: Fragmentation 



and Challenges (1193-c. 1238) 
 
Saladin's death in 1193 immediately exposed the inherent fragility of the Ayyubid "family 
confederation." The vast territories he had united were divided among his sons and his 
capable brother, al-Adil, leading to a period of intense internal rivalry and power struggles that 
would define much of the subsequent Ayyubid history. 
A. Succession Struggles and the Rise of al-Adil I 
In accordance with Saladin's dispositions and the prevailing customs of patrimonial 
succession, his empire was partitioned among his principal heirs.3 His eldest son, al-Afdal Nur 
al-Din Ali, received Damascus and southern Syria; his second son, al-Aziz Uthman, was 
assigned Egypt; and his third son, al-Zahir Ghazi, obtained Aleppo.3 Other territories were 
distributed among other relatives, including Saladin's ambitious and experienced brother, Abu 
Bakr al-Adil Sayf al-Din (known to the Crusaders as Saphadin). This division immediately 
triggered fierce competition for overall supremacy, particularly between al-Afdal and al-Aziz.25 
The solidarity that Saladin had painstakingly forged quickly dissipated.11 

Al-Adil, a seasoned statesman and military commander who had served Saladin loyally and 
effectively for many years, emerged as the key figure in these succession wars. He skillfully 
navigated the complex web of alliances and rivalries among his nephews, initially supporting 
one against the other before ultimately consolidating power in his own hands.3 By 1200, 
al-Adil had outmaneuvered Saladin's direct heirs, conquered Cairo, and proclaimed himself 
Sultan.12 He succeeded in reuniting much of Saladin's empire under his more centralized 
authority, appointing his own sons as governors of the key principalities.22 Al-Adil's reign 
(1200-1218) brought a period of relative stability to the Ayyubid realm and was characterized 
by a more cautious and pragmatic foreign policy, including a general relaxation of tensions 
with the remaining Crusader states.11 This period demonstrated a recurring cycle within the 
Ayyubid polity: a strong, unifying leader would emerge to impose order, only for the system of 
familial appanages to reassert its fragmenting tendencies upon their death. Al-Adil, despite 
his centralizing efforts, perpetuated this structural weakness by distributing power among his 
own sons, thus setting the stage for future conflicts.22 

B. The Reign of al-Kamil: Diplomacy and Conflict 
Al-Adil I was succeeded by his son, al-Malik al-Kamil Muhammad (reigned 1218-1238), who 
inherited a relatively stable empire but soon faced formidable external and internal 
challenges.11 Al-Kamil's reign is notable for his sophisticated diplomatic engagements, 
particularly with European leaders, as well as major military confrontations. 
1. The Fifth Crusade and the Defense of Egypt 
Shortly after al-Kamil's accession, the Fifth Crusade (1218-1221) landed in Egypt, targeting the 
strategic port city of Damietta at the mouth of the Nile.3 Al-Adil I had died just as the Crusade 
commenced.25 The Crusaders succeeded in capturing Damietta in 1219 after a protracted 
siege.3 During this critical period, al-Kamil faced not only the external threat but also internal 
conspiracies against his rule.25 He famously offered the Crusaders the return of Jerusalem in 



exchange for their withdrawal from Egypt, an offer that was controversially rejected by the 
papal legate, Pelagius, who insisted on a military victory.3 Ultimately, al-Kamil managed to 
decisively defeat the Crusaders in 1221. When the Crusader army overextended itself in an 
advance towards Cairo, al-Kamil's forces, aided by the strategic opening of Nile canals which 
flooded the area, trapped and compelled the invaders to surrender and evacuate Egypt.3 
2. The Sixth Crusade and the Ceding of Jerusalem (1229) 
A defining moment of al-Kamil's reign was his handling of the Sixth Crusade (1228-1229), led 
by the excommunicated Holy Roman Emperor Frederick II. At this time, al-Kamil was embroiled 
in intense rivalries with his own Ayyubid kinsmen, particularly his brother al-Mu'azzam Isa, the 
ruler of Damascus.3 Seeking to secure his southern flank against his Syrian relatives and to 
avoid a potentially damaging large-scale conflict with Frederick's forces, al-Kamil entered into 
complex diplomatic negotiations with the Emperor.3 
The result was the Treaty of Jaffa in 1229, a remarkable and highly controversial agreement. 
Through this treaty, al-Kamil ceded an unfortified Jerusalem, along with Bethlehem, Nazareth, 
and a land corridor to the port of Acre, to Frederick II for a period of ten years.3 Critically, the 
Haram al-Sharif (Temple Mount) in Jerusalem, with the Dome of the Rock and al-Aqsa 
Mosque, was to remain under Muslim control and administration.3 This decision to hand over 
Jerusalem, the city Saladin had famously liberated, to a Christian emperor, albeit through 
diplomacy and with specific caveats, caused widespread outrage and consternation in the 
Muslim world.25 However, for al-Kamil, the treaty was a pragmatic necessity, driven more by 
the exigencies of inter-Ayyubid power politics than by ideological considerations regarding 
the Crusades. It allowed him to neutralize a potential Crusader threat while freeing him to 
focus on his Ayyubid rivals in Syria.25 This episode starkly illustrates how internal dynastic 
struggles could lead Ayyubid rulers to make significant concessions to external powers, 
prioritizing their own political survival over broader ideological commitments. It also marked a 
shift in Crusader-Ayyubid relations, where pragmatic diplomacy and temporary alliances, 
often driven by the Ayyubids' internal needs, became increasingly common, supplementing 
periods of outright warfare.11 

C. Internal Divisions and the Weakening of Central Authority 
Despite the temporary consolidation of power under al-Adil I and the diplomatic astuteness of 
al-Kamil, the fundamental structure of the Ayyubid state as a decentralized "family 
confederation" continued to foster internal divisions and rivalries.11 Ayyubid princes, ruling 
their assigned territories with considerable autonomy, frequently clashed with each other and 
with the central authority of the Sultan in Cairo.16 Al-Kamil himself faced significant opposition 
from Ayyubid rulers in Syria and Palestine throughout his reign.20 

The death of al-Kamil in 1238 unleashed these fissiparous tendencies with renewed intensity.11 
His sons and other relatives engaged in complex and often violent power struggles, further 
weakening the dynasty from within. The Ayyubid princes of Syria and Egypt were known to 
enter into shifting alliances, sometimes even colluding with the Crusader states against their 
own kinsmen in pursuit of regional advantage.25 This constant infighting drained the resources 
of the Ayyubid principalities, undermined any semblance of unified policy, and created 
opportunities for external powers, including the Crusaders and, later, the Mamluks, to 



intervene and exploit these divisions. The Ayyubid system, which allowed for rapid expansion 
by delegating authority to capable family members who had a vested interest in defending 
their territories 29, paradoxically undermined long-term dynastic stability. These regional 
power bases too often became springboards for challenges to the supreme Sultan, 
particularly during the precarious periods of succession. 
 

IV. Society, Economy, and Culture under Ayyubid Rule 
 
The Ayyubid era, despite its political turbulence, was a period of significant economic activity, 
intellectual revival, and distinctive cultural and artistic production. The dynasty's policies 
fostered prosperity and left a lasting imprint on the regions they controlled. 
A. Economic Foundations: Agriculture, Trade Routes, and Monetary Policy 
1. Agriculture: 
The economic backbone of the Ayyubid state, particularly in Egypt, was its productive 
agriculture, centered on the fertile lands of the Nile Valley and Delta.30 The Ayyubids, like 
their predecessors, understood the critical importance of managing water resources. They 
maintained and, where necessary, extended existing irrigation systems, including canals, 
dykes, and basins, which were essential for maximizing crop yields in an arid environment.29 
The annual inundation of the Nile, which brought life-giving water and nutrient-rich silt, 
remained the fundamental basis of Egyptian agriculture, and its levels were carefully 
monitored by the state.30 The development of canal systems enabled multiple cropping 
cycles per year, significantly increasing agricultural output.30 Certain cash crops, such as 
sugarcane, were actively encouraged, partly to meet growing demand from European 
markets, a taste for which had been stimulated by the Crusades.29 The state's active role in 
agriculture is further evidenced by initiatives such as the detailed survey of the Fayyum 
province commissioned by Sultan as-Salih Ayyub around 1243-1245, aimed at assessing and 
improving its agricultural productivity.33 This level of state intervention underscores a clear 
recognition of agricultural surplus as vital for state revenue, urban sustenance, and military 
provisioning. 
2. Trade Routes and Commerce: 
The Ayyubid period witnessed a notable flourishing of both domestic and international trade, 
contributing significantly to the economic prosperity of the realm.9 The Ayyubids controlled 
strategically vital maritime trade routes, particularly through the Egyptian ports on the 
Mediterranean and the Red Sea, and the Yemeni ports which gave access to the Indian Ocean 
trade network.32 This allowed them to effectively manage and profit from the lucrative transit 
trade in spices, incense, textiles, and other luxury goods moving between Asia, the Middle 
East, and Europe. Cairo, the Ayyubid capital, became a major hub of this commercial 
activity.19 
Ayyubid rulers pursued pragmatic economic policies, often maintaining robust commercial 
relations even with their ideological adversaries. Trade with European states, especially the 
Italian maritime republics of Venice and Genoa, was brisk, despite the ongoing Crusades.16 



While the Ayyubids generally cooperated with these Italian merchants in the Mediterranean, 
they strategically denied them direct access to the Red Sea, thereby preserving a significant 
degree of control over the Indian Ocean trade.32 The Ayyubid treasury benefited substantially 
from customs duties, taxes, and commissions levied on this trade.32 The development of 
international commerce also fostered the use of more sophisticated financial instruments, 
including elementary principles of credit and banking, with Jewish and Italian merchants 
maintaining agents in Syrian commercial centers and utilizing bills of exchange.29 The 
revenues generated from agriculture and trade were crucial for funding the Ayyubid military 
machine, administrative apparatus, and extensive patronage of religious and public works.29 
Egypt's geographical position at the crossroads of major intercontinental trade routes made it 
the economic engine of the Ayyubid state.9 

3. Monetary Policy: 
The Ayyubid monetary system was multi-metallic, comprising gold, silver, and copper coinage, 
designed to facilitate transactions at various economic levels.25 Gold dinars, often following 
the weight and purity standards established by the Fatimids, continued to be minted.36 Silver 
dirhams were also a crucial part of the currency, with various patterns and standards in 
circulation; the 
Kamili dirham, named after Sultan al-Kamil, became a particularly recognized and widely used 
silver coin.37 Copper coins ( 
fulus) served the needs of everyday, smaller transactions. Some Ayyubid copper issues are 
notable for featuring figural representations (humans and animals), a practice also seen in 
contemporary Turkoman states in the Jazira and Anatolia, suggesting regional artistic 
influences on coinage.36 The Ayyubid administration generally sought to maintain the integrity 
of its coinage, paying attention to legitimate weights and measures, although, like many 
pre-modern states, they faced challenges from debasement, counterfeiting, and fluctuations 
in the supply of precious metals.37 The monetary system demonstrates both continuity with 
earlier Fatimid practices, particularly in gold coinage, and adaptation to regional economic 
conditions and artistic trends. 
B. Intellectual and Cultural Flourishing: Madrasas, Hospitals, and Scholarship 
The Ayyubid era is recognized as a period of significant intellectual and cultural resurgence in 
the Islamic world, particularly in Egypt and Syria.9 Ayyubid rulers, beginning with Saladin, were 
often generous patrons of learning, religious scholarship, and the arts. A central element of 
their state policy was the vigorous promotion of Sunni Islam. This translated into the 
widespread construction and endowment of 
madrasas (Islamic colleges) in their major cities, including Cairo, Damascus, and Aleppo.10 
These institutions served as vital centers for the teaching of the four main Sunni schools of 
law, as well as theology, Arabic language, and other religious sciences. The Madrasa 
al-Salihiyya in Cairo, founded by Sultan al-Salih Ayyub, was the first in Egypt to accommodate 
all four Sunni legal rites.38 Such institutions were instrumental in training a loyal cadre of 
scholars ( 
ulama), judges (qadis), and administrators who would propagate and implement Sunni 
doctrines and law throughout the Ayyubid domains. This was a deliberate policy aimed at 



consolidating Sunni dominance, countering any residual Shi'a (particularly Isma'ili) influence 
from the Fatimid era, and fostering a sense of religious and cultural unity across the empire.10 

Alongside madrasas, the Ayyubids also founded and supported hospitals (bimaristans), such 
as the Nuri Hospital in Damascus (originally Zengid but developed under Ayyubids) and 
facilities in Cairo.9 These were often sophisticated institutions providing medical care to the 
populace, and some also functioned as centers for medical education and research, 
contributing to advancements in medicine.19 Under Ayyubid patronage, the venerable 
Al-Azhar Mosque in Cairo, which had been a major center of Isma'ili learning under the 
Fatimids, was transformed into a leading institution of Sunni scholarship, a role it continues to 
hold.28 This emphasis on learning and the establishment of robust educational and charitable 
institutions fostered an environment conducive to intellectual pursuits, with notable 
contributions being made in fields such as medicine, astronomy, history, and Islamic 
jurisprudence.19 The intellectual and institutional foundations laid during the Ayyubid period 
created a fertile ground upon which the subsequent Mamluk Sultanate would build, leading to 
further cultural and artistic efflorescence.10 

C. Artistic and Architectural Achievements: Metalwork, Ceramics, Fortifications 
The Ayyubids were energetic builders and significant patrons of the arts, leaving behind a rich 
legacy of architectural and artistic achievements.9 Their architectural endeavors 
encompassed both military and religious structures, reflecting the dual priorities of defense 
and the promotion of Sunni Islam. Among their most outstanding secular architectural 
achievements are the formidable fortified citadels of Cairo, Aleppo, and Damascus.9 The Cairo 
Citadel, initiated by Saladin in 1176 though completed by his successors, stands as a 
testament to Ayyubid military engineering, with its robust curtain walls and towers, some 
designs influenced by Crusader fortifications.9 These citadels served not only as defensive 
strongholds but also as royal residences and centers of administration, powerful symbols of 
Ayyubid authority. 
Religious architecture flourished under Ayyubid patronage, primarily in the form of madrasas, 
mosques, and mausolea. Examples include the Madrasa al-Zahiriya in Aleppo (1219) and the 
Madrasa of al-Salih Najm al-Din Ayyub in Cairo (1243).10 The Mausoleum of Imam al-Shafi'i in 
Cairo (1211), the burial place of the founder of one of the main Sunni legal schools, is a 
particularly noteworthy example of Ayyubid commemorative architecture.10 A remarkable 
feature of Ayyubid architectural patronage was the significant role played by elite women. 
Saladin's sister, Rabia Khatun, commissioned the Madrasa al-Sahiba in Damascus (1233), and 
Shajar al-Durr, the wife of Sultan al-Salih Ayyub, commissioned his mausoleum, which was 
attached to his madrasa in Cairo (1250).10 These architectural projects, whether military or 
religious, served to project Ayyubid power, underscore their commitment to Sunni Islam, and 
legitimize their rule. 
In the realm of decorative arts, the Ayyubid period is renowned for its high-quality inlaid 
metalwork, typically brass or bronze vessels intricately decorated with silver and sometimes 
copper inlay.10 Some of these pieces feature complex figural scenes, including depictions of 
courtly life, hunting, and even Christian themes, indicating cultural interaction and perhaps 



catering to diverse markets or patrons.10 Mosul, in the Jazira, was a major center for the 
production of such metalwork, and it is believed that craftsmen from this region may have 
migrated to Ayyubid Syria and Egypt, particularly in the face of the approaching Mongol 
threat, bringing their skills and styles with them.10 

Ayyubid ceramics, especially luster-painted and underglaze-painted wares, also achieved a 
high level of artistry. Syrian ceramic production, in particular, shows the influence of 
contemporary Seljuk Iranian styles.10 Enameled and gilded glass rose to excellence during this 
period, with Syrian workshops producing exquisite lamps, bottles, and beakers that were 
prized both locally and in Europe.10 Carved woodwork, used for architectural elements like 
minbars, cenotaphs, and decorative panels, was also highly esteemed.10 The artistic 
techniques and styles established and developed during the Ayyubid era formed a crucial 
foundation for the celebrated arts of the subsequent Mamluk period, which often elaborated 
upon and refined Ayyubid precedents.10 The cosmopolitan nature of Ayyubid art, reflecting a 
synthesis of local traditions, influences from Persia and Mesopotamia, and interactions with 
Crusader culture, speaks to the dynamic cultural exchanges that characterized the region 
during this time. 
 

V. The Decline and Fall of the Ayyubid Dynasty (c. 
1238-1260) 
 
The Ayyubid Sultanate, despite its initial vigor under Saladin and periods of stability under his 
successors al-Adil and al-Kamil, entered a phase of accelerated decline from the mid-13th 
century. This was driven by a combination of persistent internal fragmentation, the growing 
power of their Mamluk soldiery, and overwhelming external pressures, notably the Seventh 
Crusade and the Mongol invasions. 
A. The Reign of as-Salih Ayyub and the Increasing Reliance on Mamluks 
Following the death of al-Kamil in 1238, the Ayyubid realm was once again plunged into 
intense internal strife as his sons and other relatives vied for power.11 Eventually, al-Kamil's 
son, al-Malik al-Salih Najm al-Din Ayyub, secured the sultanate in Egypt (reigning fully 
1240-1249 after an earlier brief rule).3 Faced with constant challenges from rival Ayyubid 
princes in Syria and the ever-present threat from the Crusader states, as-Salih Ayyub sought 
to create a military force that was personally loyal to him and independent of the 
often-unreliable Ayyubid family contingents. To this end, he massively expanded the 
recruitment of Mamluks, particularly Kipchak Turks from the Black Sea region, who came to be 
known as the Bahri Mamluks (literally "River Mamluks") because he housed them in a specially 
constructed citadel and barracks on Rawda Island in the Nile at Cairo.16 

This intensified recruitment of Mamluks was a direct response to the inherent weakness and 
untrustworthiness of the Ayyubid family confederation system.16 As-Salih Ayyub aimed to 
build a power base personally beholden to him, rather than relying on kinsmen whose loyalty 
was often questionable. The Bahri Mamluks quickly became the elite corps of his army and 



played a decisive role in his military campaigns. They were instrumental in defeating a 
formidable coalition of Syrian Ayyubid princes and their Crusader allies at the Battle of La 
Forbie (Hirbiya, near Gaza) in 1244, a victory that significantly strengthened as-Salih's position 
in Palestine and southern Syria.3 While this policy provided as-Salih with a powerful and 
effective military instrument in the short term, it dangerously concentrated power in the hands 
of this cohesive Mamluk elite, ultimately paving the way for their own ascendancy. 
B. The Seventh Crusade and the Death of as-Salih Ayyub 
In 1249, King Louis IX of France launched the Seventh Crusade, with Egypt as its primary 
target.3 The Crusader fleet landed near Damietta, which they captured with relative ease in 
June 1249, partly due to disarray in the Ayyubid defenses.3 At this critical juncture, Sultan 
as-Salih Ayyub, who had been gravely ill for some time, died in his camp at Mansurah in 
November 1249.9 His resourceful wife, Shajar al-Durr, displaying remarkable political acumen 
and courage, concealed the news of the Sultan's death to prevent panic and maintain the 
cohesion of the Ayyubid forces.3 In concert with the leading Mamluk emirs, particularly of the 
Bahri regiment, she managed the affairs of state and organized the defense of Egypt against 
the advancing Crusader army.25 Shajar al-Durr's decisive actions during this interregnum were 
pivotal in preventing an immediate collapse of the Egyptian defense and created the 
conditions for the subsequent Mamluk-led military successes. Her leadership, albeit 
temporary and unconventional, highlights the potential agency of elite women in times of 
profound crisis, even within the patriarchal structures of medieval Islamic society. 
C. The Mamluk Seizure of Power in Egypt (1250): Shajar al-Durr and Aybak 
While Shajar al-Durr managed the state, as-Salih Ayyub's son and heir, Turan Shah, was 
urgently summoned from his post in Hisn Kayfa in the Jazira to assume the sultanate.10 He 
arrived in Egypt in early 1250. Under his nominal command, but largely through the military 
prowess of the Bahri Mamluk commanders such as Baybars al-Bunduqdari and Izz al-Din 
Aybak, the Ayyubid forces inflicted a crushing defeat on the Crusaders at the Battle of 
Mansurah in February 1250. King Louis IX himself was captured in April during the subsequent 
Crusader retreat.3 

Despite this stunning victory, which had been secured primarily by the Mamluks, Turan Shah 
quickly alienated the very emirs who had brought him to power and saved the kingdom.10 He 
attempted to sideline them, promote his own retinue from Mesopotamia, and reportedly 
threatened the Mamluk leadership.3 The Mamluks, perceiving a direct threat to their newly 
consolidated power, influence, and perhaps their lives, acted pre-emptively. On May 2, 1250, a 
group of prominent Bahri Mamluk emirs, including Baybars, assassinated Turan Shah.10 

Following Turan Shah's murder, the Mamluk emirs, in an unprecedented move, initially installed 
Shajar al-Durr, as-Salih Ayyub's widow, as Sultana.16 Her brief reign is a remarkable anomaly in 
Islamic political history. However, the notion of a female ruler faced strong opposition, both 
internally and externally, particularly from the Abbasid Caliph in Baghdad and the remaining 
Ayyubid princes in Syria, who demanded a male ruler in Egypt.3 Bowing to these pressures, 
Shajar al-Durr agreed to marry one of the leading Mamluk emirs, Izz al-Din Aybak. Aybak was 
then proclaimed Sultan, with Shajar al-Durr abdicating in his favor, though she continued to 



wield considerable influence for a time.9 This series of events in 1250 marked the formal end 
of Ayyubid rule in Egypt and the establishment of the Mamluk Sultanate, a new military regime 
that would dominate Egypt and Syria for over two and a half centuries. The Mamluk takeover 
was catalyzed by a combination of opportunity created by the death of as-Salih Ayyub and 
the subsequent vacuum, and the perceived existential threat posed by Turan Shah to the 
Mamluk elite. 
D. The Mongol Invasions and the End of Ayyubid Rule in Syria (1260) 
While Ayyubid rule in Egypt had ceased in 1250, various Ayyubid princes continued to govern 
semi-autonomously in Syria, Palestine, and the Jazira. The most prominent among them was 
an-Nasir Yusuf, the ruler of Aleppo and Damascus.3 However, the mid-13th century witnessed 
the arrival of a new and devastating external threat: the Mongol Empire. Under the command 
of Hulegu Khan, a grandson of Genghis Khan, Mongol armies launched a massive offensive 
into the heartlands of the Islamic world. In 1258, the Mongols captured and sacked Baghdad, 
massacring its inhabitants and executing the last Abbasid Caliph, al-Musta'sim, thereby 
ending the historical Abbasid Caliphate.3 

Following the destruction of Baghdad, the Mongol war machine turned towards Syria in 
1259-1260. The fragmented Ayyubid principalities, unable or unwilling to forge a united 
defense, fell one by one.3 An-Nasir Yusuf, despite his extensive domains, failed to mount 
effective resistance; he even initially sought Mongol assistance against the Mamluks in Egypt 
before realizing the true extent of the Mongol threat.3 Aleppo was brutally sacked in early 
1260, and Damascus surrendered shortly thereafter.10 An-Nasir Yusuf fled, was eventually 
captured by the Mongols, and later executed.3 The Mongol invasion was the decisive external 
shock that obliterated the remaining vestiges of Ayyubid power in their Syrian heartlands. 
The Mongol advance was finally halted not by the Ayyubids, but by the newly established 
Mamluk Sultanate of Egypt. In September 1260, a Mamluk army, led by Sultan Qutuz and the 
skilled commander Baybars (who had fled to Syria after a fallout with Aybak but returned to 
Egypt in the face of the Mongol threat), confronted and decisively defeated a Mongol 
detachment at the pivotal Battle of Ain Jalut ("Goliath's Spring") in Palestine.20 This victory 
was of immense historical and psychological significance. It shattered the myth of Mongol 
invincibility and prevented Mongol expansion into Egypt and North Africa. For the Mamluks, 
Ain Jalut was a legitimizing triumph; they were hailed as the saviors of Islam from the Mongol 
scourge, a status that greatly enhanced their prestige and solidified their claim to rule over 
the former Ayyubid territories in both Egypt and Syria, which they quickly annexed.20 

E. Persistence of Ayyubid Branches in Peripheral Regions 
Although the main Ayyubid lines in Egypt and Syria were extinguished by 1250 and 1260 
respectively, some minor branches of the Ayyubid family managed to cling to power in more 
peripheral regions for a considerable time afterwards.11 These Ayyubid princelings typically 
ruled as vassals or tributaries to the dominant regional powers, primarily the Mamluk 
Sultanate, but also at times the Ilkhanids (the Mongol successor state in Persia and Iraq) or 
various Turkmen principalities. For instance, an Ayyubid line continued to govern Hama in 
central Syria until 1341, when it was fully incorporated into the Mamluk state.11 Another notable 
branch persisted even longer in Hisn Kayfa, in the Jazira region of southeastern Anatolia, 



maintaining a degree of autonomy until the late 15th or even early 16th century, when the 
region came under Ottoman influence.11 The Mamluk Sultan Qutuz, after Ain Jalut, even briefly 
restored some Ayyubid princes who had supported him to their emirates in Homs and Hama, 
securing their allegiance.3 The survival of these minor branches illustrates that the end of the 
Ayyubid dynasty was not a singular event but rather a gradual process of decline, absorption, 
and localized persistence. It also demonstrates a pragmatic Mamluk policy of at times 
co-opting former rivals to maintain stability in certain regions rather than pursuing the 
complete annihilation of all Ayyubid elements. 
 

VI. Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of the Ayyubids 
 
The Ayyubid dynasty, though its period of major influence spanned less than a century (circa 
1171 to 1250/1260), left an indelible and multifaceted legacy on the history of the Near East. 
Their rise to power under Saladin fundamentally reshaped the political and religious 
landscape of the region, and their policies and achievements had far-reaching consequences. 
One of the most significant impacts of Ayyubid rule was the definitive end of the Shi'a Fatimid 
Caliphate in Egypt and the vigorous reassertion of Sunni Islam as the dominant religious and 
political force in both Egypt and Syria.9 Saladin and his successors systematically promoted 
Sunni orthodoxy through the establishment of madrasas, the patronage of Sunni scholars, 
and the alignment of the state with the Abbasid Caliphate in Baghdad. This religious 
reorientation had a profound and lasting effect on the cultural and intellectual life of the 
region, laying the groundwork for centuries of Sunni dominance. 
In the military and political sphere, Saladin's unification of Muslim territories from Egypt to 
Mesopotamia created a powerful bloc capable of effectively challenging and significantly 
rolling back the Crusader presence in the Levant.9 The recapture of Jerusalem in 1187 remains 
one of the most iconic events of the Crusading era and cemented Saladin's legendary status 
in both Muslim and Western historiography. While the Ayyubid "family confederation" model of 
governance ultimately proved unstable, leading to internal fragmentation, it did facilitate the 
administration and defense of a vast and diverse empire during its formative years. 
The Ayyubid era was also a period of considerable economic prosperity, fueled by productive 
agriculture and control over lucrative international trade routes.9 Their pragmatic commercial 
policies, which included active trade with European states even amidst conflict, contributed to 
the wealth of their domains. This economic strength supported their military endeavors and 
their extensive patronage of learning, art, and architecture. The Ayyubids fostered a notable 
cultural and intellectual revival, with their madrasas and hospitals becoming important centers 
of scholarship and care.10 Their artistic and architectural achievements, from imposing 
citadels to refined metalwork and ceramics, left a distinct mark on the material culture of the 
Near East and provided a crucial foundation upon which the Mamluks would later build.10 

Finally, the Ayyubid dynasty played a critical transitional role in the history of the region. They 
emerged from the declining Fatimid order and, through their policies and the very nature of 
their military system (particularly the increasing reliance on Mamluks), inadvertently paved the 



way for the rise of the Mamluk Sultanate. The Mamluks, who succeeded the Ayyubids in Egypt 
and Syria, inherited many of the institutions, administrative practices, and even the 
geopolitical challenges faced by their predecessors, and went on to dominate the Eastern 
Mediterranean for centuries. 
In sum, the Ayyubids, though relatively short-lived as a major power, were architects of 
profound change. Their legacy is evident in the religious and political map of the modern 
Middle East, in the enduring memory of Saladin as a symbol of Muslim unity and resistance, 
and in the rich cultural and intellectual heritage of the lands they once ruled. They stand as a 
crucial dynasty that not only defined its own era but also decisively shaped the course of 
subsequent Islamic history. 
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